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NEWS TIPS

'SERVICE LEARNING' BRINGS CLASSROOM SUBJECTS TO LIFE
AS COLLEGE STUDENTS PUT LESSONS INTO PRACTICE
DAYTON, Ohio- The first meeting between 13-year-old Chris and University of
Dayton psychology major Jill Sullivan wasn't very promising. Although it was supposed to be a
volunteer tutoring session, Sullivan says she spent most of the time chasing after the teen.
"He was a challenge," she says.
And defensive, too, she says, which was particularly noticeable when Chris threw a
disdainful glare and a hateful"I'm not perfect like you are" taunt Sullivan's way. "That's w hen
I sat down and said 'let's talk,"' Sullivan remembers.
Now, a year later, the bond between the two is strong, forged by countless tutoring
sessions as well as fun trips to see the Bengals, go fishing or visit a haunted house.
They came together at Building Bridges, a Montgomery County juvenile court program
that often serves as the last alternative to sentencing adolescent offenders to long-term
confinement. Their offenses can include burglary, drugs, grand theft auto and domestic violence.
Chris was referred to the program by his probation officer; Sullivan volunteered as an extension
of her abnormal psychology class at UD.
The UD course has been redesigned by professor Roger Reeb to include a "servicelearning" component, with one extra academic credit offered to students who choose to
volunteer three hours a week, write a research paper and meet periodically with the professor.
Weekly e-mail group discussions are also required to encourage thoughtful reflection on
their experiences, an exercise that sets service learning apart from community service. Questions
prompt the students to ponder - and share with others -the underlying philosophical issues
of their experiences and evaluate and reflect upon what service learning has brought to their
_,;B.-

education. Subjects for reflection can range from how their experiences illustrate concepts from
the class and how they can make a positive difference in their specific volunteering positions to
why it's important for adults to do community service.
The concept of service learning ties in with the University's mission to link learning and
scholarship with service and leadership, and service learning is a growing phenomenon at the
University of Dayton.
-over-
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In the law school, students studying health care law serve with hospital legal

departments. In geology, UD students help children in Dayton Public Schools with science
projects and their science fair. Music students provide music therapy for nuising home
residents; health and sport science students serve nursing home seniors with hand massage
therapy. Students in business ethics work with a West Dayton neighborhood development
corporation to survey property - noting vacant lots, absentee landlor~s and other
characteristics that affect development.
About one-third of Reeb's abnormal psychology students choose the volunteer option,
and approximately 50 UD students have volunteered for Building Bridges through the class.
"It's most fulfilling that we have some people for whom this is their first time volunteering, and
they continue after the class is over," Reeb says. "Yne class provided the intervention that
opened up this work to them."
First offered by Reeb during the fall1996 semester, the service-learning component has
had an academic bonus. His studies, with results presented at the American Psychological
Association in Chicago in August, show that his students learn significantly more about
abnormal psychology when their classroom experience is augmented by their volunteer shifts.
Conditions such as depression, aggression, hyperactivity, and attention deficit and conduct
disorders can be found among the Building Bridges youth and as topics for study in class, he
says. "The students' understanding of different kinds of problems is heightened by having an
opportunity to work with and help people with such problems," Reeb says.
Sullivan agrees. "I'm more of a hands-on learner anyway. We got to the last chapter on
hyperactivity and I'd already been there, seen those characteristics."
As the semester continued, Sullivan became more involved in Chris' life. Tutoring
stretched into a five-day-a-week arrangement, and she started working with his probation
officer to prepare for court dates. His younger sister Brandy started to turn to Sullivan as well,
to help her make the transition from a foster home to living with her grandmother and Chris.
SUllivan, a graduate of Centerville High School, continued volunteering with Chris when
the semester ended, and she was asked to join the staff of Building Bridges as a part-time
employee in April. She'll work full-time at the George Foster Home, the residential component of
Building Bridges, for a year following her graduation from UD in May 1998, and then she wants
to go to graduate school to prepare for a career in child psychology.
"I've not yet met a kid at Building Bridges that I didn't like, one-on-one," Sullivan says.
"They are the most wonderful kids- if you take an interest in them, they're yours. They want
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loads of attention, positive feedback and support, because some of them don't get that at
home."
Approximately 10 UD volunteers have continued with the program after their class
obligation ended, estimates Ron Reigelsperger, supervisor of Building Bridges who has worked
with more than 200 UD students as volunteers. "Volunteers are the life and breath of our
program," he says. "If you have one tutor and 10 kids, you can't do a good job. But with 10
tutors, neat things happen."
The volunteers help the program provide what Reigelsperger calls "relationship
therapy."
"We know our kids well enough that we can help them when they need it," he says. "A
lot of our kids have failed a lot. We try to teach them that it's OK to fail, but it's not OK to
quit."
Some one-on-one partnerships work -like Sullivan's and like the one that paired Sarah,
a UD student from the suburbs of Cincinnati, and Daquan, an inner-city youth from Dayton.
Instead of tutoring, Sarah would help youths look for jobs or partner them in games and
activities, and she ended up working with Daquan several times. They developed a "decent
rapport" says Reigelsperger, so he set them working together for the program's annual talent
show. Their rendition of the "Who's on First" routine by Abbot and Costello was better in
practice than in performance, but the friendship they developed was the real point. Daquan
was the first person to call Sarah when she returned to UD after Christmas vacation last year.
Others don't mesh so tightly. "Some volunteers just put their time in. But even that is
helpful," Reigelsperger says. "All of our volunteers help give the kids support, structure and
self-esteem."

UD junior Tess Duell is just beginning her service-learning experience, and she's starting
out as a tutor, just as Sullivan did. After one meeting with 16-year-old Carsie, who is preparing
for his GED, she says, "It went OK. The kids aren't going to be like, 'Come into my life and help
me out.'·Me really didn't want to be there, so he ended up sitting and talking to me rather than
learning," says Duell, a graduate of Butler High School in Vandalia.
"But I don't give up too easily, so I'm hopeful," she added. "For the first day for him
and me, it wasn't too bad."
-30For media interviews, call Roger Reeb at {937) 229-2395, Jill Sullivan at {937) 359-2351
(pager), Ron Reigelsperger at (937) 496-7800 and Tess Duell at (937) 298-7570.

